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probing questions, than when set down in print. And that 
is manifestly the case with this collection. These short 
chapters, none more than 12 pamphlet-sized pages, simply 
cannot do justice to either their purported topic (the ongo-
ing applicability and validity of Lipset’s work) or to the 
various authors’ considerable expertise on Saskatchewan’s 
political culture. It is also the case that none of the offerings 
is particularly hard hitting in its critique of Lipset. 
 John Courtney’s “Lipset, de Toqueville, Radical 
Group Formation, and the Fate of Socialism in Saskatch-
ewan” is a case in point. Courtney does an excellent job 
of outlining what was so original about Lipset’s 1950 
work, making an important point about the influence 
(perhaps unwitting at the time) of Alex de Toqueville 
upon Lipset and summarizing Lipset’s major arguments 
extremely well, but then he drifts off into a discussion of 
how much Saskatchewan has changed in the six decades 
since Agrarian Socialism was published, without coming 
to any strong conclusions about the ongoing validity of 
Lipset’s thesis. 
 Much the same can be said of virtually every essay in 
the collection. They are polite, actually reverential to the 
recently deceased (2006) Lipset, as they point out minor 
flaws in his analysis and note that Saskatchewan and the 
world have changed much over the course of the past 57 
years: Duff Spafford, the dean of Saskatchewan politi-
cal scientists, gently notes Lipset’s oversimplification of 
the strictly agrarian nature of Saskatchewan’s socialist 
movement; David Smith argues that Lipset (in 1950) did 
not fully understand the nature and impact of Canada’s 
federal system on provincial politics; Allan Blakney, a 
former premier of Saskatchewan, clearly loved reread-
ing Agrarian Socialism and still agrees with most of its 
conclusions, but feels that Lipset had not fully understood 
how strong the British Fabian and Labour tradition had 
been among Saskatchewan’s radical leaders (as opposed 
to the farm-based, American leadership of comparable 
movements in Alberta and North Dakota—Lipset’s fa-
vorite points of comparison). Janice MacKinnon’s contri-
bution on Saskatchewan’s distinctiveness, as viewed from 
the perspective of an NDP cabinet minister in the global-
izing 1990s, comes across as a lament for the lost world 
of rural communities with rich associational lives that 
Lipset had documented in the 1940s; John Richards, one 
of the contributors (as a graduate student) to the revised 
and expanded edition of Agrarian Socialism in 1968, 
also invokes de Toqueville in his essay, and suggests that 
Lipset’s eventual disillusionment with the CCF experi-
ment in Saskatchewan may have come about because of 
Lipset’s sad, but completely understandable, inability to 
move beyond certain theoretical formulations of the state. 
And finally, there is Alan Cairns’s rather idiosyncratic 
comparison of the work of Lipset on the CCF in Saskatch-
ewan with that of C.B. MacPherson on the Social Credit 
movement in Alberta.
 At the end of the day what we have is a series of 
well-written and fairly informative pieces on Lipset’s 
Canadian work and on Saskatchewan in general. In fact, 
it is a pleasant read, unencumbered by much in the way 
of scholarly apparatus or theoretical formulations and 
jargon. Collectively these essays serve as a useful primer 
on Lipset’s Agrarian Socialism, on its possible flaws, and 
on Lipset himself. If, however, readers are looking for a 
sustained critique of Lipset’s work, something that goes 
beyond an “appreciation” of a great scholar’s achieve-
ment, they will have to look elsewhere. Jim Mochoruk, 
Department of History, University of North Dakota.
The Grace Abbott Reader. Edited by John Sorensen 
with Judith Sealander. Lincoln: University of Nebraska 
Press, 2008. xxxv + 132 pp. Notes, bibliography, index. 
$21.95 paper.
 Those familiar with the Abbott sisters generally re-
gard Grace as the doer, Edith as the thinker. Both were 
leading Progressive-Era reformers, but while Edith 
made her mark as a pioneering social work educator and 
theorist, Grace—a one-time resident of Hull House who 
fought for women’s suffrage, immigrant rights, and child 
welfare—went on to become the second chief of the U.S. 
Children’s Bureau and gained a reputation as a powerful 
advocate and effective administrator. Along the way, 
however, Grace Abbott also wrote a number of articles 
and speeches that reflect deep thought as well as strong 
beliefs in equality and progress. This collection allows the 
reader to grasp the full range of her concerns and trace 
patterns in her thinking over more than three decades.
 Reflecting the major foci of her work, the volume 
is divided into sections on immigrants, children, and 
women. The first two are introduced with reflections on 
Grace’s life and work by sister Edith, the third with a 
tribute to Grace by Secretary of Labor Frances Perkins. 
Abbott’s ideas, the pieces reveal, were rooted in practi-
cal experience as well as analysis and reflection. Her 
understanding of young immigrant women, for example, 
drew on a trip to Poland, where she saw firsthand the 
conditions that prompted them to undertake the risks 
of migration. Surprisingly, she found, it was not pov-
erty that drove them, but “a fever running through the 
entire peasantry.” Nevertheless, Abbott’s experience 
Book Reviews 149
© 2010 Center for Great Plains Studies, University of Nebraska–Lincoln
also taught her that these same women, once arrived 
in the U.S., desperately missed their homes and famil-
iar culture, and she pleaded with educators to respect 
cultural differences rather than enforce assimilation to 
American ideals. (Indeed, she contended, it was difficult 
to discern what those ideals might be.) Her approach 
anticipated by many decades what today we would call 
“multiculturalism.”
 With regard to child welfare, Abbott’s purview in-
cluded education, maternal and child health, and child 
labor. Her work at the Children’s Bureau made her aware 
of what she denounced as “the Washington traffic jam”—
the convergence of all manner of vehicles on Capitol Hill 
in which her young agency appeared to be as frail as a 
baby carriage. She explicitly recognized two obstacles to 
gaining Congressional support for mothers and children: 
legislators’ tendency to devalue them, since they were not 
wage-earners; and general resistance to governmental 
social provision, on the grounds that it was “socialist.” 
Her discussions of women as professionals suggest a third 
obstacle: widespread reluctance to acknowledge women’s 
power and influence. As a way to offset this, Abbott 
invoked the model of Dorothea Dix, the 19th-century 
champion of better treatment for the insane, and urged 
women to ground their work in systematic investigation, 
precise presentation of facts, and thorough knowledge of 
the legislative process.
 In their introduction, editors John Sorensen and Judith 
Sealander provide a brief but comprehensive overview of 
Abbott’s life, accomplishments, and legacy. Somewhat 
hagiographical in tone, it neglects the red-baiting that 
dogged her throughout much of her career (something that 
Abbott herself alludes to in several of the selections). An 
assessment of the impact of this critique on the woman 
and her work would have been enlightening. Sonya Mi-
chel, Director of United States Studies, Woodrow Wilson 
International Center for Scholars.
North for the Harvest: Mexican Workers, Growers, and 
the Sugar Beet Industry. By Jim Norris. St. Paul: Min-
nesota Historical Society Press, 2009. xi + 223 pp. Map, 
photographs, notes, bibliography, index. $22.95 paper. 
 From its origins at the end of the 19th century, 
the American sugar beet industry has been linked to 
Mexican immigrant labor. Moreover, the painstaking 
job of thinning, topping, and harvesting the large and 
heavy beets became an almost entirely Mexican labor 
specialty by the turn of the 20th century. Betabeleros, 
as the Mexican and Mexican-American laborers were 
and are known, sojourned north from the borderlands to 
Colorado, Nebraska, Kansas, South and North Dakota, 
Michigan, and Minnesota fields. In each of these states, 
the sugar beet industry willingly pursued immigrant 
labor to do the work while immigrant networks did 
much of the recruiting. At the same time, sugar beet 
production, in combination with railroad work, meat 
packing, construction, and other manual occupations, 
modified the demographic landscape of the Great Plains 
and Upper Midwest. The constant migratory movement 
eventually produced Mexican enclaves that dotted the 
region. 
 The seasonal nature of sugar beet farming and the 
hard manual labor it entailed created intricate relations 
among immigrants, growers, and industrial producers. 
This is precisely what Jim Norris addresses in his study 
of the sugar beet industry in the Red River Valley in North 
Dakota and Minnesota. Based on an in-depth review of 
the literature, archives, and interviews, Norris recon-
structs the sugar beet history of the valley from the end 
of World War I until the 1970s, presenting along the way 
the complex history of the relationships among growers, 
sugar company, and labor. 
 The sugar beet enterprise in the Red River Valley 
grew, Norris argues, “out of necessity” as traditional 
wheat crops and flour mill profits plummeted at the end of 
World War I. As a remedy to economic difficulties, crop 
diversification was employed to alleviate farmers’ declin-
ing living standard. Persuaded by the successes of the 
sugar beet producers in Colorado and western Nebraska, 
and bolstered by an ever increasing domestic demand, 
the American Crystal Sugar Company was incorporated 
and contracts were signed with farmers to plant the beets. 
Labor, though, was much more difficult to obtain. The 
availability of field hands to perform the job was hardly 
adequate and challenged the growers and the company. 
In the very beginning, labor was provided by Russian, 
German, Polish, and Japanese immigrants together 
with farmers themselves and local teenagers. However, 
the grueling work demanded by the beet fields and the 
reluctance of Eastern Europeans and locals to engage 
permanently in such arduous labor with low wages made 
the company turn to Tejanos and Mexican nationals. The 
American Crystal Sugar Company, with the acquiescence 
of the growers, recruited Mexican and Tejano labor on the 
southeast borderland. And the sugar company created its 
own direct hiring agency. In reciprocal terms, Tejano and 
Mexican nationals had greater opportunity and expecta-
tions of jobs that were plentiful and better remunerated 
across the border. 
